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Judith Berg Sobre, Behind the Altar Table: The Development ofthe Painted
Retable in Spain, IJ50-I500, University of Missouri Press, 1989, 384 pp., ill.,
biblio., index, $55.00 .
For any serious student of Iberian art, Behind the Altar Table is a
very useful and important book representing the first comprehensive
study of a major peculiarity of late medieval and early Renaissance art
in Spain. Nearly all significant examples of Spanish painting executed in
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries were, in fact, intimately associated
with commissions for retablos. Previously these paintings had been considered only intrinsically, that is, as formal indices of a given painter's style.
Only now is sufficient attention finally being paid to their original destination or context within a given, largely unique but very conventionalized,
quasi-architectural format.
Rising vertically from behind the altar-table (hence "retro-tab/um"),
these multipartite, wide-bodied structures eventually rose to the ceiling
vaults of Gothic apses . Some even include three-score or more painted
panels, the towering ensembles of which were customarily enframed by
intricately carved wooden and gilded borders . Even though multipaneled
altarpieces-retables, reredos, or polyptychs-were to be found throughout Europe before the mid-sixteenth century, the Spanish examples-as
subarchitectural ensembles-seem consistently more impressive than the
others, particularly when viewed within a larger cultural context as expressions of a late Gothic "micro-architectural" impulse.
Judith Berg Sobre's painstakingly researched and gracefully written
study is the first monographic analysis of the corpus of all extant or otherwise well-documented Spanish examples from the particular period upon
which she has chosen to focus. The closest structural equivalent to the
retablos mayores of the early Renaissance seems to come not from the Latin
West but rather from the Byzantine world, the "iconostasis." According to
Berg Sabre's explanation (following the lead of previous Spanish scholars,
who all ignore the documentary references to similar structures in
Visigothic churches before the eighth century), the evolution was wholly
Iberian-but only datable to the Romanesque period. At that time,
unquestionably, multipartite painted panels hung in front of the altar
(antependia) while behind the altar in other churches were also magnificent
frescos covering the apses from the floor to the ceiling. As it appears,
these two types of didactic decoration eventually coalesced due to certain
liturgical innovations that served to move the altar flush to the back wall,
thus covering the lower zones of the apse wall. Another result was that
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the priest, his back to the congregation during the Elevation of the Host,
blocked any view of the wooden antependia embellished with Eucharistic
imagery. The evolved format of the verticalized retablo neatly solved the
resulting liturgical "problem" by literally "elevating" Eucharistic and complementary figurations well above the altar table. As an "altarpiece," any
retablo was, of course, intended to be a static but highly visual counterpart
to the kinetic choreography of the conventionalized and abstract ritual
passes of the ceremony of the Mass.
Berg Sobre has set out to provide us with a coherent and exhaustively researched statement about the known corpus of Spanish retables
executed between 1350 and 1500 and exclusively devoted to didactic displays of religious paintings. The author has unquestionably fulfilled her
announced goals in an enviable fashion and, therefore, this should remain
the definitive work on those particular materials within that specific time
frame. What is now called for is a similarly exhaustive study of the retablos
mayores of the later Renaissance and Baroque periods, when the paintings
usually became wholly subordinated (or even suppressed) due to new
sculptural and architectural concerns.
John F. Moffitt
New Mexico State University

Howard V. Hendrix, The Ecstasy of Catastrophe: A Study ofApocalyptic
Narrative from Langland to Milton, American University Studies 4, Peter
Lang, 1990, 394 pp., biblio., index, $65.00.
The Ecstasy of Catastrophe supports its thesis by examining ten significant Medieval and Renaissance texts: Piers Plowman, Pearl, The Tale
of the Sankgreal, L e Morte Darthur, The Faerie Queene, Book 1, and the
two Mutabilitie Cantos, Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained, and Samson
Agonistes. Howard V. Hendrix carefully defines his terms of reference at
the start, clarifying, by appealing to etymology, that apocalyptic signifies
both the idea of unveiling and of end-time catastrophe. He contends
that there is a further duality that is paradoxical: an apocalypse within
and one without. Concurrent with this is an intersection of two orders of
being-the finite, temporal, and categorizable, and the infinite, eternal,
and noncategorizable. Parallel with the finite is a normative order (the
world of Kantian ethical imperatives) and the descriptive (the world of
ontological realities) .

